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He sought to fight profiteering by setting up State mono-
polies in salt and iron, an imperial mint, and a transport
system. A great patron of learning, he was at the same
time the victim of the magicians, longed for immortality
and for commerce with genii and fairies, and himself
became the high-priest of a syncretist cult. A new god
inaugurating a new age, he continued old practices of
consulting tortoise-shells and chicken-bones for oracles,
and of animal sacrifices on high places, and spent great
sums on alchemy and spiritualism.
He sought to impress the world with the splendour of
his person and household, rather than to unify the State:
his fiscal reforms aimed at the creation of royal by the
extinction of seignorial rights, and taxation remained a
kind of tribute or a way to advancement. It is a tragedy
that he found no far-sighted minister to check his own
opportunist policies, and to create a unified state- Restless
and despotic, he was surrounded by men of narrow out-
look. But the tragedy is relieved by his repentance and
the repeal of unjust measures before his death in 87 b.c.
Ruthless to opposition, his despotism continued to the end,
and it was in spite of him that his line continued.
When, suspicious of witchcraft, he executed his son and
all his family, one infant, reported to be a grandson of the
prince, was saved and brought up by the jailor with his
own children : and in due course became eighth emperor
in 75 b.c. These early years of poverty proved usetul to
Hsftan-ti, for he sympathized with the poor, and he and
his peasant wife brought a breath of domestic goodness
into a court which during almost the whole era was the
scene of scandal and intrigue.
The story of the rulers of China as a whole is the story
of sinister feminine influence, and the Han were no excep-
tion. The poor groaned under excessive taxation, which
went to pay for the extravagances of the royal mistresses.
One of them, the dancing girl Chao-fei-yen (*Flying Swal-
low'), was actually made empress, and the bad example of
the court led officials everywhere to oppress the peasants,
4050

